                                                     Utah Veterans Advisory Council
Minutes of Monthly Meeting          
April 15th, 2026


  Place: Zoom online meeting

Members Present: Marti Bigbie, Mike Crouse, Gary Harter, Paula Stephenson 
  
Excused: Laurie Charry, Bob Pagnani, Dave Phillips, John Robertson, Steve Prestwich, Angela Williams 

 Secretary: Alan Ferner
 
Guests: Nina Alverez, Mike Brown, Jennica Gruver, Jeff Hanson, Melissa Hobbs, Cory Pearson, Laurie Wynn


1. The meeting was called to order at 4:05 PM by Paula Stephenson.  Paula introduced and welcomed those in attendance. This was followed by the Pledge of Allegiance.

2. The minutes of our 18 March meeting were reviewed; there was no vote on approval due to lack of quorum.

3. VA Regional Office: Mike Crouse stated that they are ramping up for the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence.  The new goal is to have the backlog of claims below 65,000 cases by 30 June.  The current backlog is approximately 82,000 claims.  New hiring is underway and on target.  Mike added that they are always working to do better, through both human interaction and AI technologies.  

4. VA Medical Center: Melissa Hobbs announced that the grand opening of the new Elko Clinic took place on 26 March. She also advised of several infrastructure updates, such as the number of emergency dept. beds has increased from 14 to 22.  Melissa reported that the new signage is now in place throughout the campus.  They are also adding more primary care doctors to the clinics.    

5.  Utah Dept. Veteran & Military Affairs: Gary Harter reminded us that the future will be very busy as related to Veterans affairs in Utah, with about $110 million scheduled for new Veterans Homes and cemetery projects.  Gary also announced that there will be a Memorial Day event at the State Capitol with the Governor speaking.

Jeff Hanson summarized the status of the four Utah Veteran Nursing Homes.   The four Homes are at 95% occupancy. With 380 Veterans and 16 spouses.  The management contracts for the SLC and Ogden Homes expire on 30 September; competition is invited. Jeff advised that the new SLC Home may receive Federal funding later this year.  Jeff then summarized the scheduled cemetery improvements, as well as the progress on the proposed Northern Utah Veterans Cemetery.

Cory Pearson reported that the Honoring Women Veterans event on 20 March was very successful with great attendance.  Cory also advised of other upcoming events of interest to Veterans, such as the “Mission Ready” event on 18 April at the HAFB Museum, and the 8 May Veterans Business Conference at the SLCC Taylorsville Campus.  Cory summarized the Governor’s initiative to improve State Government performance in all areas.

6. Gary Harter and Cory Pearson led a discussion on revisions to the Veterans License Plate Program.  New design standards are being adopted such as changing to the Army Star and Air Force Wings. Cory presented graphics which illustrated the proposals for the new designs for the 12 variations of Veterans plates.  The cost for all changes is estimated to be $3,900.  Current plate holders have the option to keep the original plates or change to the new designs.  Gary is welcoming comments.  This will be an agenda item for our next meeting.  Paula Stephenson asked that the information and graphics be made available to Veterans Organizations.

7. Paula Stephenson reported that Posts providing military funeral honors are no longer receiving the $50 compensation that had been provided.  Gary Harter agreed to investigate this issue.

8. The meeting was adjourned at 4:49 PM by Paula Stephenson. Our next monthly meeting will be held on Wednesday, May 20th at 4:00 PM, via Zoom online.
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